HOWELLS AND REALISM

rive. With few authors as eminent does it seem so hard to find
the master conveniently distilled in a few masterpieces ready
for transportation to posterity. His hand worked finely from first
to last, but never quite supremely. A Chance Acquaintance,
A Modern Instance, The Rise of Silas Lapham, Indian Sum-
mer, A Hazard of New Fortunes, The Kentons, all admirable,
do not stand more than measurably forth from the remainder
of his novels. He must be studied in his total work, as the
intimate historian of his age. Geographically, he was limited
in the main to Ohio, New England, and New York, and to
those parts of Europe and America in which Ohioans, New
Englanders, and New Yorkers spend their vacations. He was
conditioned, too, by his historical position as editor and arbiter
so long in Boston at the declining end of an epoch, when taste
ran rather to discipline than to variety or vividness, rather to
decorum than to candor, rather to learning than to experience,
rather to charm than to passion. Howells rose to meet the new
world, contending as well as he could in his natural silver tone
with the alternating tones of gold and iron which later
dimmed the voice of Boston. But that in his creed which
had made him amenable to Boston lay deeper than its influ-
ences. On every ground he preferred to walk close to the
commonplace, believing that the true bulk and range of life
are always to be found there. He was one of the most demo-
cratic of novelists. Fenimore Cooper and Hawthorne, both
democrats, could still never leave off complaining that democ-
racy lacks the elements of saliency and color upon which they
thought the prosperity of the novelist depends. What his
predecessors shrank from, Howells ardently embraced, thor-
oughly satisfied to portray the plain universe that lay before
him, in a style which, as he said of that of Jane Austen whom
he preferred to all the novelists in English, is ''the elect speech
of life expressing itself without pretending to emotions not
felt, but finding human nature sufficient for its highest effects."
The question is whether Howells's practice matched the

('35)